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NOSTRADAI,IUS

escaped death. But not one of those rvho had them on the fronr escaped',
The victims lasted no more rhan six days. Bloodiettrng and medicines
had no effect r'vhatsoever. And, 'after a house-to-house search of the citi,
had been conducted, and all those found to be suffering from the plague
ejected, there rvere more vicrims than ever rhe follou,ing day'. T'his was
an atrocious world, in which fathers abarrdoned their cl-rildren if thev
shou,ed signs of being infected, 'solne people' interpreting this as divine
punishment, 'for one league a1l ar:ound, good beaith prevailed, :rnd the
u.hole town v!.as so infected that the glance aione of someone contarri-
nirted irnmediateiv infectcd another'. Some victims chose to throlr, thenr-
selves into a r,vell, or jump out of a w.indow. Nosrradamus sa\,\r a woman
herself serving a shroud into which she slid to await death. Pregnant
\\'orlen had spontaneously aborted and died rvithin four clays, the new-
born dying suddenll,, their body a vivid purple 'as though blood hacl
splead through the r,vlrole bodi.'. Nosrradamus prepared a polvder frorn
ProvenEal iris-lillies anci cloves" A year later, it u,,as in Lyon that he prac-
tised his craft in another plague, o,: more pr:obably an outbreak of
rvhooping cough.'

Rabelais also, as Michael Screech has pointed out, 'handed out cures
and palliative medicines for the ills of the bodl', mind and spirit'. His
rvriting echoes medical pracrice because the sarne objecti'n,es inspir-e them
both. 'Master Alcofrybas Nasier' (the anagram Rabelais uses for himself
in his writings) - better knor,vn as the creator of ti-re fictional characters
in Gargantua ancl Pantagruel like Panurge clr Fr:iar .fohn - used humour
both to rnake people laugh, and to laugh at themselves. He used it too
to make fun of all those Christians rvhonr l-re regarded as lost in error,
those suffering, as it rvere, frorl an illness which r-nade thern wanr to put
to death or erterminate their felloiv human beings because they did not
share their own opinicins. He regarded Christians as suffering lrom an
ali-consunring affliction, rendering thern incapable of being the creatures
thev w'ere, m:rde by God in His olvn irnage, to give Hirn glory and honour
in faith and charity" That surely meant that they vvere 'u,,orth more than
a funeral p).re'./ Rabelais'humour, derived no doubt from the rituals of
Carnival-tide, was above all a medicine to purple hurnan beings of their
passions, and take au,ay the resulting worse excesses. Violence \\,as not
out of the question. though, and, as G6iard Defaur has emphasized,
Friar f ohn's extraordinarl, aggressiolr sborvs how, much Rabelais' lvriting
is to be understood as:r

l-hat, for the Olcl ftstament prophet, \\r:ls a \\,eapon of ptrre violence,
sl'oLel, scour.qe and stick lolled into onel ar jnstlurnent u,ith u,hich to
cursc:urcl to fulminate, to punish ard to exact r-evenge; but equrlly an
irstrument oi: . .. jtrbilation, of liberatron ...
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N OS-I-RAI]AN{US

fl convevrng to hinr the nreasure of this earth-shakiug event so that he
irill have no pilr't in the rvorldl-v failin.es that u,ill lead to such a chastise-
nrent oi humanit-v? Is not rhis ho',r' Nostradamus lropes to heal his readel
or the affliction that rnakes him ignore the firct that everything is transient
or this mortai earth. and rhat violence and miserv inevitabll' foilow hap-
piness? V'as this nor to cure him, too. of the ailment that attaches him
to the u,'ealth :rnd hope s here below, rvhich then incite hinr to attack, kil1,
rrrass:lcre and tyrannize his feliou, cr:eatures? Is this not Nostradamus'
rvrrv of indicating that r've. the readeq can onlv expect tribulations on
this nrortal earth and that it is only by fixing all our hopes on God alone
that we can hnd that quretude of spirit rvhich rvill allow ourselves to
prepare our soul for the Hereafter? Nostradartus explores the hunran
soul, its entire evil proclivitl, rn the great theatre of the lvorld, to turn ir
around upon itseJf (to'convertere','ccrnvert'). It is not simplv that rve
(as N{ontaigne puf it ir-r his Essay,s): 'recognize in the shadow and in
theatrical performances the display of the magicai tricks of human
foriune'.'It is above all because, piling up rnisfo.rtr.rne upon rnisiortune
leads, in the Brble, to .r moment oI arvakening. That ar,vakening is to the
glorv of the One lvhonr humar.rkind, in its violence and cruelty-, has ban-
ished irom its rvorld, the Christ rvho is sacrificed for the propitiation of
its sins. That ar.vakening (or rather re-awal<enirg) is en-rphatically present
in Jacques Gr6vin's Brief Discctttrse for the Comprehension oi Tlteatrc
tBriei discottrs palff I'intelligence du theatre), published in 1561. fear-r
de la Tarlle reiterated it in his Art of Tragedl, lArt de la tragidie) because
rt is rragedv's objective to disturb us.8 Nostradamus is a prophet of what
rs t:"agic in rhe hr-rman condition. So too is his contempor:1ry, Iules C6sar
Scaliger (d.1-5-58), expressing it in Aristotelian teln-rs n his Eight Books
on Poetics (Poetices libri Vlll), publisl-red arfter his death in 1561. 'When

he depicts a horror-struck humanitl', Nostradarlrus comes close to that
sense of the irnpact of that horror on his readers u,hen he evokes King
Saul's tragic vision, terrified as he comes to realize the po-"ver of divine
s-r :rth:e

-Io 
be thus human, His irnger will I sLrffer

And to he cruel. u.ill I're be kind to nre.

To r.rnderstand this fur:ther, lve har.e to expiore the concept of the u'ord
'Lrroqnosricr in the colltert of hippocr:rtic medicine. Nostradarnus had
rlrnt to be a 'physicirrn' at the University of MontpellieL He treated
plrients et the sanre time as he deveioped his person:rl prophetic reveia-
rLon, .\ilr.nents and illnesses afflicted the hur-nan trame, from the cradle
ro the grave. Natural or slrpernatural forces, harmful to varying deqrees,
.licr,lreri rl.rose suffelings. That perspective directed his search for u.hat
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NOSTRADAMUS

'prognostics' or, more explicitly, the 'omens' for the future. Just as it
was possible, as FranEois Valleriola proposed, to establisb Medical
Commonplaces (Loci rnedicine comtnunes) Lyon, 1562) rvith which ro
interrogate the human body, just so there were 'commonplaces' to human
temporalit,v, from which the Centuries of Nostradamus were derived and
which were to be found in contemporary almanacs and books of
prognostications. Nostradamus the astrophile and prophet was also
Nostradamus the physician, who transferred and applied his medical
epistemology to the understanding of human rime in an attempr to offer
a therapy to contemporaries in the grip of anxiety about what was going
to happen to them. His method involved oscillaring berween aphorisms,
marims, proverbial expressions and enigmatic oracle-like remarks.rl
Alongside a Biblical mode of discourse, Nostradamus rvould deploy these
particular forms of expression thar hrs medical training and practice had
taught him and which together accolrnt for the peculiar stylistic foi-m of
his olr,.n discourse.

The first edition of the C,enturies r,vas published ar the press of Mac6
Bonhomme in L,von on 4 N,lay 1555, probably alo
edition from that of Pierre Roux. k was entitled TD
Michel liostrddarnus (Les Prophdties de M. Michel
it is quite possible that this rvas a reference to the hippocratic Prcesagia.
The hippoeratic merhods offercd n \vr) ol conrrnunicering rneaning. a

semiology, linking indissolubly the past, present and the furure, to estab-
lish conjectures and to proceed to',vards the discovery lordo inuentionis)
of truth. Nostradamus applied it to human kind in general, conceived of
and t-,-eated metaphoricail,v as :l patient, its pulse (as it rvere) monitored
after tlre fashion of loci cotntnunes through the quatr:ains. Thus, the
patient, although foolishl,v ignorant of his ox.n medical condition, ivill

There is a logic at ivork here since the ph.-vsician
ter of nature (minister ndturce\la and, as Fran,rois
eaders, natllre 'is the cre;rtor of everything, and
ster'.

Nostradarnlrs tire astr:opl.rile w,anted to see himsejf as God,s coadjutor
rn the battie against evil and the physick of souls. Nostradamus' etl.ros
i\-:ls ro be iound preciselr, rhere, located in the 'the representation of the
spe:rkirrg seif. operating through discourse'. That lvrrs precisel,v the sense
in * hjch contemporarv epistolari, manuais referred to the ethrcs of letter-
riritirq.r'Nostra,cla,rns is part of a iong clhristian tradition i, which ir
rr.as perfectl-v legitinr:rte ro practise a n.redicine o{ tl.re soul as u,ell as one
oi the bodr'. Li the rredieval l)ionysian tradition (that of pseudo-Denis
rhe Aerop-.agite), brought rip ro date by Nicolirs of C*sa and Nlarsilio
Ficino. a deitberate superabundance of imases lrras evoked to the senses
'L.r r-irtue of rhe onrniscence of God'. Irr the mind of the belier,er-. this

THE PL{

heightened their awareness ot t
'the conscience of the inefiable
includes an element of arvaken
ogy 'works through stark tra-os

images 'which are merelr im
enigmas'. 17 Nostradamus' rr-riri
ple sequences of allegorizarion
truth, manifested with the arci

because it is a truth that can ,

alone will bring one to that Tn
human conversion. \9s62tl: rnr
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Truth is to understand that on'
to the soul is to lead it to rhe co:
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Marguerite of Navarre's J{irro
Jan Miernowski comments on
the light of [it], the contradicuc
since they inhabit the sphere oi
at an ontologically higher lere
since that is the sign of the an
simulate Christ's sacrifice. rr-
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A SELF-CONTRADICTORY UTTERANCE,

It is djfficult to start from anv othcr point excepr that of a voice emanat-
ing from nothing, a sl-radow of itself, unsrructured even, because it seems
to reject ever1, classificatior-t ancl inr.alidate every norfir or rule. It is,.t
only the syntactical order of the Prophecies of Nosrr:adamus that is dis-
jointed b), the almost complete absence of pronouns and conjunctions,
or sometinles of verbs. It is also that the l,vords do not carry a rational
meaning" His prophetic quatrains plar. metapl.rorically with knou,ledge
as though reflecting:r cognitive illusion the better to question it:1

The bright st:1r seven da_u-s shall bLrln
Clond shall calrse t\vo suns to appear:
A11 night iong the great rnastiff shall horvl,
'When grcat pontiff changes his abode.

Nostradamus uses here a well-attested source, taking irrspiration from it
u,l-rilst at the same tirr-re paraphrasing and modifying it. Nothing, however,
explains why he makes the changes that he does. The source is the fourth-
century BCE Roman writer, Julius Obsecluens' Boo& of I'rodigies (Liber
de prodigiis), in which he describes a star of exrraordinar,v bnghtness
u hich shone for a rvhole week long ar the tirne of the Roman consuls
-\larc Anton-v and Publius Cornelius Dolabella.r Referring ro rhis new
sr;rr, Nostradamus makes I surprising correction to the text. The Roman
historiirn referred to three suns, shining brightly r,vhilst dogs bayecl all
night long in front of the house of the triumvir (or 'great pontiff') Nl[arcus
.\emilius Lepidus, the largest of them having been torn to pieces by the
orher. The dog becomes a single ferocious houncl in Nostradamus. These
\\ere. :'ls Pierle Brind'Amour has shorvn, the portents of the civil r,var
L,etu ee n Ciresar and Malc Antony. But it is difficult to knorv '"vhat

\,,rtt .l.l.ltll,. It- ...
irircrrdc.l r,'t( t.'...-. '

tlrr 1.,,.11.' tttt.i . .. . '

repr.rl,Iic. hence r,, i: :. - .

ir.t. it lrltcll\]crl :
rrr.r\tiil'',,.'1\.. t.'

The grear masdrt
Will snarl at 6e i
After having chas
The Wolf and 6e

This time it is no longer a dog
instinct, but someone vexed bY

have chased the stag, ia \is ca.t

other's throats.
The impression is that Nosr:

that the quatrain, rather than b
for Lepidus, could as well app

antipope John XXItr being kn
might refer to some other unid
known as the'servant' ['rrsus'
ants of Christ'), or even eich2'
reference to Christ. What at 6
historical point in time become

imaginative writing, falsified o
must not be sidetracked into d
tions. We should rather imeg
piecing together different elem,

deforming them. The result of
spective any attempt to hnli d
since it could also apply to anot
not the historian that some has
tions deliberately around the 1

as the future, and the Passint
epoch from another. He does st

rable frailty of our human und
as human beings. 11s55adamu
undermine what would make
from within. In this scheme of

1,2
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NOSTRADAMUS

Empile transferred torvard the nation of Brodde.
The s1,g plucked out :rt Narborrne by the Vulture.

In a cycle of 354 ,vears and 4 months - corresponding to that of the reign
of the planets - the Ernpire u,ill be handed over to the 'Brodde nation'
(perhaps the Savoyards) and the eye plucked out by a vulture at
Narbonne." The incident of the vulture is certainly to be found in the
predictions of Julius Obsequens but it does not tal<e place in Narbonne.
Is the eye in question a person, a prince, or a divinityJ Nostraciamus
iocates nothing - tirre, space, people or their attributes - in any fixed
rvar. He refashions them logically brrt also arbitraril,v in a rvay dictated
ro him b1'his stvle of oracular utterance.

\Yhat uncloubtedl,v makes the quatrains particularly disconcerting and
hard to apprehend is their apparent lack of order (ordo neglectus).
Unstructured digressions, unsequentialities, discrepancies, or appparent
serniological similarities create a sense of overall rnultrplicit,v. Hele is en
initial example:

Born deformed, in horror suffocated.
lnhabiring the crty of the great King:
Severe eclict captives levoked
Hail and thr-rtrder, pr-iceless Condom.

It is difficult to discern even the srnallest degr-ee of logic in this quatrain
- irnless, that is, one starts h-om the premise of a conjuncture of the
rnonstrous birth or death of a chilcl rvith that of the revocation of an
cdict as the prelirninary sign of an extraordinar,v storm to hit the town
of Condom! I-lere is a further eranrple:8

The rvretch overcome ivill die of grief,
His female vanquisher"rvill celebr:rte his fall:
F-resh set of lar.vs clear edict decreed.
The r'vall :rnd Prince on the sevelrth d:il' will fall.

Orrce again. the association of t\ /o completely divergent statements - the
tle.rth rri a L-.roken man, overcorne by melancholy at his own iil-fortune,
.rnc1 the decreeing of a fresh lalv - provide the preconditions for a pro-
r.hetrc outecrme thal u,ill occur on the severlth day the dav of Saturn.
The icl.entified outcome depends on the apprehension of a convergence
r,i rrr-irion'r iacts that appear to have no catLsal relationship to each other.
Ir 'he nlc, instances citecl, sirniiar causes lthe death of a rnonsteq and
n.ir ol I ri-retcl.red individLral) do not procluce sinrilar effects for, in the
irr-rr. e l,rl is repealecl. and irr the second it is c'lecreed.

A SELF-CONTR

S7hat Nostradamus seeks to I
outcomes that relies on unsequeE
tive and deductive rationalin oi
function on the basis of an interi
Here is a third example:e

Sanctiry too far-nt ;

Accompanied bv a

The old ciry and F;

Florence and Siena

Everything here seems to revotrte

abundance is (in a system of fu,v,

solitude or silence awaiting the
scheme of antimonies, more otr-

(sound). It is as if Nostradamus
grammar for reading the oun
of contradiction - the contra,li
between word and silence. -\ ru

Born under the shai
In sovereip beneso
'Will renew hrs bloo
Making netr- the ag,

The person who, by his birrl-
fortune will turn out, on the c(
and happiness.

The rule of meaningfuI anti-u

sally. There are cases where it d,

similar things have similar outc

Will be bom fror
Born of obscure ;
Who the por(-er o
'Will wish to d+ru

In this instance, the obscure bi-r

bring evil and gloom in its wal
appears in Yet a further gx.rnPl
the doom to come:12
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